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The Legislative Commission on
Minnesota Resources Involvement in
Water Resource Programs
JOHN VEUN and GEORGE ORNING

ABSTR_ACT :-- The Legislative Commission on Minnesota Resources (LCMR) has funded over $32 million worth
of projects m three water-related areas since 1963. The authors describe the process the Commission uses to
allocate money and summarize the general nature and accomplishments of many of the water projects.

Historical and Background Perspective
In 1962, a citizen committee appointed by Governor Elmer
L. Anderson concluded their mission with a far-reaching

report which depicted a wide range of activities the state
should undertake in order to obtain a position of superior
natural resource management. Their "Loon" report (Natural
Resources of Minnesota: 1962, Minnesota Natural Resources
Council) detailed numerous needs in essentially four
categories: (1) environmental education; (2) research,
planning, and information collection; (3) land acquisition
and development and ( 4) resource management. In addition
to that plan, they recommended that significant new state
expenditures be authorized to achieve an appropriate future
for Minnesota resources. Improved management of the vast
and varied water resources were highlighted in the Loon
Report. A great deal of effort has been expended since 1963
toward the goal of improved water management.
The Legislature agreed with the basic thrust of the recommendations and took two fundamental actions: ( 1) raised
~he ci_garette tax and dedicated the revenue to the purposes
1dent1fied and (2) created a bipartisan bicameral legislative
commission called the Minnesota Outdoor Recreation
Resources Commission (MORRC). MORRC consisted of 14
legislators who were to study the natural resource needs and
make recommendations to the full legislature on how to
spe1:d th~ new money consistent with the overall purposes
outltned m the Loon report. The emphasis on recreation
coincided with federal initiatives and the budding Federal
Land and Water Conservation Fund efforts. The latter allowed
the revenue from offshore oil drilling to be appropriated for
~ partnership of state and federal efforts towards creating an
improved natural resource environment. MORRC commissioned a number of studies in the ensuing years which
deepened and widened the understanding of needs for
natural resource conservation protection and wise development. The full series of studies is on file in the Legislative
Reference Library, State Capitol.

John Ve/in is executive director of the Legislative Commission on
Minnesota Resources. George Orning, was on the staff of LCMR at
the time the article was written, he is now the Director of Research
for the Freshwater Foundation.
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The Commission name has changed over the years and the
mission has broadened. The most recent change was in 1988
when the Legislature adopted the Environment and Natural
Resources Trust Fund which also added two members. This
legislation clarified the mission of the commission by stating
that "proper management of the state's environment and
natural resources includes and requires foresight, planning,
and long-term activities that allow the state to preserve its
high quality environment and provides for wise use of natural
resources." To carry out this mandate the Commission will
fund four general types of programs: (1) environmental
education; (2) resource-related research and information
collection; (3) resource-related acquisition and development
and ( 4) resource management.
The voters then adopted a constitutional amendment that
created a true trust which would provide long-term stable
funding for a range of natural resource programs. New
features include a citizen advisory committee, development
of a strategic plan, and biennial reporting on all natural
resource expenditures. The Commission process for deciding which programs to recommend for funding is described
below. The goal of this process is to fund the best and most
effective projects for investment of the available financial and
intellectual resources.
To determine which areas need attention, the Commission
requests written responses from a broad range of individuals.
-_rhese responses request opinions concerning the current
issues and needs of Minnesota's environment and natural re~ou~~es. Responses come from a wide variety of groups and
md1v1duals. For example: The Darwin Rod and Gun Club is
"much concerned about wetland acquisition, preservation,
and re_clamation." In addition, the legislative and advisory
committee members travel to different areas of the state to
learn about resource problems and hold meetings with a
range of interested and involved people. Once the members
have identified the key areas for their focus, the citizen advisory committee will draft a strategic plan which lays out the
areas of conflict and strategies to guide the efforts of the
~ommission. After adoption of a final plan by the Commission,_ a re9uest. for a!1d review of proposals for funding
co~s1derat1on w~ll be issued. The proposals will be carefully
reviewed, coordmated where necessary, and compiled into a
proposed section of the state department appropriations bill
for legislative consideration. For the 1989 recommendations
'
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the Commission recommended over $5.7 million of the
available $18.5 million to water programs, most notably for
groundwater identification and protection. The range and
scope of Commission water projects is described below.

Commission Involvement in Water Resources
Since the late 1960s the Commission has been actively
involved in funding various activities related to water. These
activities fall into three general areas:
• Water resource description and use
• Improved techniques for water management
• Projects that contribute to the development and preservation of water resources
Water Resource Description and Use
The Commission has a long and steady commitment to
inventory programs which better define and describe the
location, quality, and amount of use for both surface and
groundwater resources. Programs directly related to the water
resource have been built around the large Commissionsponsored general resource mapping programs of soils,
geology, and land-use mapping. In conjunction with these
mapping programs, the Commission has sponsored the
development of computerized storage and mapping systems
to make the inventories more useful for both management
and research.
The first large inventory study sponsored by the Commission was a comprehensive study of the state's lakeshore
resource that inventoried the shoreline resource, the
development on shorelines, and recreation use patterns on
lakes. This was followed by other studies of lake classification
and a subsequent update of the lakeshore study.
The Commission has sponsored programs to both map and
computerize the river and drainage ditches systems. In
addition a number of comprehensive river basin studies have
been carried out, for example, on the Red River and parts of
the Mississippi River.
In the area of groundwater, the Commission has funded a
number of special studies to determine the chemical
character of groundwater and potential sources of pollution.
Examples are an inventory of underground fuel storage tanks,
various surveys of organics in groundwater near dumps, and
community water supplies.
Improved Techniques for Water Management
The Commission has sponsored programs to foster the
development of comprehensive water policy and program
management guidelines. The techniques used were to
establish communication links among agency policy makers
by funding special comprehensive studies or planning
boards.
Three programs serve as examples. First, the lakeshore
study developed information used by the legislature to pass
statewide zoning along lakes and rivers and by the Department of Natural Resources to implement standards for local
governments to administer.
Second, the Water Planning Board developed overall
guidelines for state water management. One of the spin-offs
of this program was the local water planning legislation that
is now being implemented in over 50 counties with Commission assistance. As the third example, this program is
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expanding the counties' capabilities in water management
beyond the shoreland and flood plain responsibilities to
other areas of management, including groundwater.
In addition, the Commission continues to back programs
to increase the public understanding of water resources
through education of teachers, students, and other groups.
These public awareness programs are complemented by the
Commission's long-standing and continuing commitment to
applied research that improves water management techniques and policy. This research is concentrated in three
areas; groundwater, lakes, and special projects.
In the groundwater area, the Commission has funded
projects that map and model groundwater movement. This
enables managers to better anticipate groundwater pollution
problems and contaminant spreading. In the lake biological
and hydrologic area, the Commission has funded a variety of
projects that increase our understanding of lake limnology
and the impacts of various management techniques on lake
quality. The Commission is also undertaking special projects
that may result in simple ways of detecting well pollution, and
in more effective techniques of water treatment.
Projects that Contribute to the Development and Preservation
oJ Water Resources
In three water resource-related areas - lakes, wetlands,
and rivers - the Commission has invested money for both
resource acquisition and development. The Commission
accelerated the acquisition of public access on lakes
undergoing rapid development. A public fishing pier
program in areas of high fishing demand was begun with
Commission sponsorship. Accelerated spawning area acquisition by the Commission in shoreland areas threatened by
development preserves fish rearing sites and natural areas.
Between the mid-1960s to mid-1970s the Commission
invested in accelerated wetlands acquisition and development in the prairie pothole region. The Commission is also
involved in the development of special wetland areas such as
the rehabilitation of the Swan lake area near Mankato. The
Commission has participated in a number of development
programs associated with rivers that include stream improvements for recreation and fish habitat, erosion control and
watershed improvement grants, and water control structures.

Future Commission Involvement in Water
During the latter part of the 1980s, the Commission focused increasing attention on water problems. Groundwater
quality in particular received large allocations. With the
public attention also now more focused on groundwater
quality, there will undoubtedly be great general demand for
programs which better define, analyze, and solve groundwater problems.
The Commission is likely to respond with continued strong
support, at least until the general fund mechanisms begin to
demonstrate that state and local governments are wellorganized and mobilized to deal with the problems. The past
pattern for the Commission indicates the members will then
begin to shift their attention to other problems which are less
well-understood and less well-supported. But the change will
more likely be one of relative emphasis, not abandonment of
this critical resource. The Commission, because of the broad

159

base of expertise and exposure to a wide range of public
policy issues of its legislative members, has always been in
the business of leading the inquiries and exploring alternative solutions. Which resource areas will be chosen by the

Commission for increased emphasis will only be answered
after the legislative members and citizen advisory committee
assess the state of the state resources again, according to their
biennial work program, in the fall of 1989.
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